Introduction
The fattest will be putrifiedfirst.
Guyot Marchant
Danse Macabre (1485) During the late Middle Ages, the "dance of death" or "danse macabre Other dances of death simply inserted some female characters (e.g., empress, abbess, nun, mother) into the original, male-only order. Notably, this occurred much less frequently in French dances of death than in those from Germany and other Middle European countries ( Table 2) .
One of the most interesting aspects of the representation of society in dances of death concerns the way in which all kinds of new occupations were taken into account. In the 14th and 15th centuries, the archaic scheme of the three orders was cracking and slowly falling to pieces. '6 The "third estate" had been growing in importance for quite some time, but we find only a faint reflection of this in the late-medieval dances of death. The number of overt representatives of the clergy and nobility (including military occupations derived from the nobility) was out of proportion to their social prominence. As other non-Christian characters. Most dances of death did not include persons who stood outside the mainstream of Christian society. Nevertheless, the message was also thought to apply to them, and, as a consequence, some of the social orders ended with non-Christian characters such as Jews, Turks, and "heathens" as a general category. The texts concerning the Jews frequently had a distinctly anti-Semitic flavor, referring to stereotypes of the Jews' guilt over the death of Christ and of usury and cunning tricks. It is important to note here that plague epidemics not only gave rise to many dances of death but also led to pogroms, as it was sometimes believed that the cause of plague was poison spread by the Jews.18 The Spanish dance of death included not only a rabbi but some Moorish personalities. The non-Christian personalities were almost always placed near the end of the row.
Were Death Dances about Social Justice?
Superficially, the link between the desire for greater social equality, as manifested during the late Middle Ages, and the message of the death dances seems obvious. Many dances of death contained very severejudgments on higher placed persons, and inevitably readers or spectators were reminded of the rebellious movements of the time, such as the (Figure 2 ).8 Also, many death dances had a peasant or land laborer at the rear of the row, and these characters were usually judged much less negatively than the other personalities. There may even have been some compassion, which was often conspicuously lacking in the portrayal of other characters. For example, Holbein, together with many other authors of death dances, presented death to the peasant as a redemption from all earthly laboring (Figure 2 Old lady 22. Franciscan nun 23. Host (female) 24. Novice (female) 25.
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A poor cripple here on earth, as a friend he is not wanted. Death, however, wants to be his friend, he takes him away together with the rich. 7 It appears as if the desire for social equality had been subtly transformed into something much closer to the transcendental message of the church. In these dances of death, there were clear reminiscences of a desire for social equality, but the preaching friars had cleverly integrated this desire into the official teachings of the church, thereby neutralizing the revolutionary potential. As so perceptively noted by Kaiser, this form of equality had nothing of a promise to the poor but only threatened the rich.7'2' It was a downward leveling of all that was propagated, and because the reward for earthly poverty was admission to heaven, there even was an element of justification of poverty and social inequality in these dances of death.
Were Al Persons Equal before Death in the Late Middle Ages?
The conjunction of social (in)equality and death, as viewed in these dances of death, raises the issue ofwhether the risks of dying were indeed equally distributed throughout the population during these times. Of course, the equality of all before death was primarily understood in an existential sense, but there was also an implicit assumption of equality in a more literal sense. If the high clergy and nobility clearly had a higher life expectancy than ordinary persons, the whole idea behind the dance of death would have been less self-evident. It sometimes even appears as if the authors of death dances assumed that higher placed persons had higher risks of dying prematurely than ordinary people. In Guyot Marchant's Danse Macabre, the dead person who summons the abbot says:
You will putrify in a little while.
The fattest will be putrified first. 7 Currently, the existence of socioeconomic inequalities in mortality is widely acknowledged among public health professionals, and these inequalities are regarded by many as a core issue that serves as a powerful illustration of the impact of social and economic conditions on health. Paradoxically, whereas the obesity of the abbot was a sign of his high living standards, nowadays obesity is more frequent among the lower social classes and is one of the many factors contributing to their higher risks of mortality.22 '23 The awareness of socioeconomic inequalities in health dates back to the 19th century, when great figures in public health like Villerme, Chadwick, and Virchow devoted a large part of their scientific and practical work to this issue.24-26 This was made possible by the availability of national population statistics, which permitted the calculation of, for example, mortality rates by occupation or by city district.
The only reliable source of mortality data in the general population that existed before national population registers were implemented (i.e., generally before the 19th century) was the parish register of baptisms and burials. The time at which church registers were first kept varied from country to country and from region to region, but most of the earliest parish registers date back to the 16th century.27
Only a very limited number of analyses of socioeconomic inequalities in mortality have been made on the basis of data from these registers. One of the best and most widely known is a study of socioeconomic inequalities in mortality in 17th-century Geneva, in which it was shown that the life expectancy at birth of children born in the lowest occupational class was only 18 years and that the life expectancy of the highest occupational class was 36 years.28
Data for other European cities from the 18th century confirm this picture of huge differences in mortality rates between persons with higher and lower social ranks.29 It is less clear whether the same differences were found in rural areas because the evidence is much less consistent. 30 It is not certain whether socioeconomic inequalities in mortality also existed before the 17th or 18th century. Some believe that these inequalities emerged only when the large epidemics started to recede and when the first improvements in nutrition, housing, and individual and public hygiene began to have an impact.31 '32 This impression is based in part on a study of the mortality experience of the British peerage that suggests that the life expectancy of this upper-class group was no different from that of the general population until it began to diverge after the middle of the 18th century.33'M It is nevertheless difficult to believe that higher placed persons did indeed have the same survival chances as the majority of the population in the 14th and 15th centuries. This was a period characterized by frequent mortality crises. There were dramatic short-run fluctuations during which mortality rose to levels 2 or 3 times higher than in "normal" years when calculated over wide areas and to levels 10 or more times higher when calculated over more restricted areas. These mortality crises arose from three frequently interlinked causes: war, pestilence, and famine. War was a cause of epidemics, as a result of the circulation of soldiers, and also of famine, as a result of pillage and the destruction of harvests. Famine, in turn, caused epidemics.27 Of the three causes, famine, or more generally undernutrition, provides the most obvious link with socioeconomic conditions. This is clear from the association between mortality crises and food prices at the aggregate level,35 but must also have been true at the individual level. The rich certainly had a lower risk of dying from undernutrition than the majority of citizens, who were probably malnourished even in "normal" years.
Whether the risks of dying from the effects of war and epidemics were also unevenly distributed throughout the population is less clear. Perhaps those of nobility status were more likely to be killed in combat. Furthermore, knowledge regarding the spread of infectious diseases was very limited and inaccurate, so even the rich or mighty must have had difficulty escaping the death risks of epidemic diseases. Nevertheless, the better nutritional status of the rich may have provided some protection.
In addition, anecdotal evidence suggests that mortality from the plague was higher in the lower social classes. This disease is especially relevant because the popularity of death dances in the 15th century has frequently been ascribed to the ravages of the plague epidemics, which appeared to kill rich and poor indiscriminately.'8 Reports of health commissions in plague-ridden towns frequently mentioned that there were large differences in mortality between rich and poor.36 There were probably a number of reasons for these differences. For example, the poor had worse housing conditions (e.g., crowded houses where rats and fleas were common) and fewer possibilities for observing hygienic practices (e.g., washing and replacing clothes). Attempts by communities to control the spread of the plague by isolating (in pest houses) those people who were believed to have spread the disease (e.g., the poor, wanderers and beggars) probably also tended to increase the death toll among the poor.37 In addition, the very rich had the opportunity to escape from plagueridden towns by going to their country houses, thereby undoubtedly reducing their risks of infection. Boccaccio used this as a motive in his Decameron: a group of young men and women from the upper classes fled from Florence during the first great plague epidemic of 1348 and went to a country estate to kill time with erotic stories. 38 
Final Remarks
In this paper, I have described the way in which the relationship between social inequality and death was portrayed in late-medieval dances of death. Three different themes have been discussed: the representation of the social hierarchy, justification and criticism of social inequality, and the empirical evidence of socioeconomic inequalities in mortality at the end of the Middle Ages.
For each of these three themes, even a superficial comparison with the presentday situation reveals the important changes that have taken place during the 500 years that have passed. Social stratification in present-day Western societies is primarily based on economic distinctions such as those between occupational classes. The clergy and nobility have been submerged, and it is the "third order" that has formed the basis for the now dominant occupational classes. It is likely that the extent of social inequality has been reduced over time, but such inequality is still perceived by many as being unjust. The solace that the medieval critic of social inequality perhaps found in the apparent equality of all before death is no longer acceptable to us. For the deeply Christian medieval mind, death was not only the end of life but the start of the afterlife, and the bitter inequalities during life on earth could, to some extent, be traded off against the equality of life in heaven. For the secular 20th-century mind, it is now or never, and it is the awareness that this is the only life we will ever have that makes substantial inequality in the length of life so deeply disturbing. Finally, we can state more confidently than our medieval forebears that such inequality exists because of the abundant availability of statistical data and research findings that record inequalities not visible to the individual observer.
Despite all of the changes, these late-medieval dances of death still capture the imagination. They have provided Western civilization with images that are so powerful that, throughout the centuries, artists have tried to develop their own, "modern" versions.39 During the late Middle Ages, the images of cadavers with slit bellies or of grimacing skeletons and the cruel texts were used deliberately to impress the readers or spectators and to ensure that the church had every opportunity of bringing home its spiritual message. Although this message was not about social justice, it did include an exhortation to those who held privileged positions in society not to abuse their position and to carry out acts of mercy. In a society much harsher than ours, this may, to some extent, have helped mitigate the effects of social inequality.
Today many of us are no longer interested in the spiritual message of the dances of death, but, similar to the commissioners and executors of the dances, we are concerned with the relationship between social inequality and death, and we may even have a moral message based on this relationship. We now know that social inequality is linked strongly to mortality, and one might even say that the link with mortality is tangible proof that social inequality is not only an abstract concept but "really exists." In fact, the higher mortality rates among those who are socioeconomically disadvantaged provide one of the strongest possible arguments in favor of egalitarian values. Remarkably, the "visibility" of social inequality provided by this link with mortality has never produced powerful images; rather, it has produced only dull bar diagrams. Perhaps, with some creativity, this link could be used more to emphasize an important moral message of our time: Would it not be agreed by many that societies in which those who have less of everything also die earlier are truly sick? O
